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the simplest and most objective description of the material
handled and the briefest indication of the object of that hand-
ling, namely, the attempt to trace in Shakespeare's comedies
the growth of his "comic idea/' But the tide has been adopted
with misgiving; for it suggests a comparison of this book with
the vastly profounder volume which Bradley devoted to
Shakespearian tragedy.   Deliberately to invite such a com-
parison is to call upon oneself the proper penalty for sheer
arrogance: Bradley was one of the really great Shakespearian
critics of the last half-century. There is no claim that this book
means to do for comedy what he did for tragedy. But there
is a hope that it may lead to wiser and more competent efforts
for making up the enormous lee-way into which the considera-
tion of comedy has fallen in comparison with the progress
which has been made in exploring the grounds of criticism in
tragedy.   The philosophy of tragedy has drawn hosts of
thinkers; for tragedy deals with issues which seem greatly to
transcend those of comedy. Perhaps even more important,
European thought about tragedy has started on solid founda-
tions, for Aristotle's treatise on tragedy is extant, and his dis-
course on comedy is lost. Moreover, from what remains in
his Poetics and in such attenuated survivals of its tradition as
exist in the Tractatus Coislinianus, it would hardly seem that
the body of comic material available to him would have
allowed him to exploit on it the magnificent method by which
he digs so deeply into the idea of tragedy. The progress of
comedy from its Greek origins has been infinitely fuller, more
varied and richer than has the growth of tragedy since the
Greeks gave to it their characteristic stamp. But it may not
be impossible to apply Aristotle's critical method to the huge
and varied body of later comedy. That, at all events, is the
belief on which this book rests. Even so, a long succession of
far abler critics must devote themselves to the adaptation of
such a method before the criticism of comedy can reach the
same stage of development as the theory of tragedy had already
readied in Aristotle's treatise.